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October 20, 1994

Good evening.
I am happy to be here to discuss the Army Corps of Engineers and the Missouri River
system. And I thank you, Colonel Thuss, for coming out to Helena to hear us. Your
presence here is a sign of a new attitude at the Corps, and I appreciate it.

MONTANA AND THE MISSOURI RIVER
It is hard to describe what the Missouri River means to Montana. You may be
familiar with the writer Norman Maclean's book A River Runs Through It. He grew up in
Missoula, and the title refers to the Big Blackfoot. But for so many of us growing up east of
the Continental Divide, the river is the Missouri. This river was part of our life before we
became a state. Our attachment to the Missouri began eight decades before statehood, when
Lewis and Clark came up in their boats way back in 1805.
I grew up here in the Helena Valley. My friends and I spent our summers fishing and
swimming. In Holter Lake by my family's ranch. Sometimes in Hauser Lake or Canyon
Ferry. It is impossible to imagine Montana life.without the Missouri.
The Missouri is where farmers get water for their crops; where ranchers take their
stock to drink; where sportsmen take the weekend to go rafting or fishing. It comes up
through Broadwater and Lewis & Clark Counties, past Great Falls and Fort Benton, and runs
all through the state to.the Fort Peck Dam and the North Dakota line.
So when people at Corps headquarters in Washington or St. Louis or Omaha decide
how high the reservoirs will be, how much water we'll have for irrigation, or whether we can
dock our boats at Fort Peck, it is an emotional, important thing for us.

THE 1987-1992 DROUGHT
That would be true even if they made good decisions. And up to now, most of the
decisions have been very, very bad.
We were hit by a big drought a few years ago. It lasted six years, from 1987 to 1992.
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During most of that drought, the Corps did absolutely nothing to help us out. It stuck like a
leech to the status quo. Everything for navigation, almost nothing for recreation. One
drawdown after another, when we had no rain to refill the reservoirs.
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Our lake levels fell dramatically. At Fort Peck the lake shore receded until it was
than a mile from many boat ramps. Weeds were growing in fields by the docks. I saw
myself. This picture will give you an idea of the wreckage. And at that point, I and
Montanans could not take any more. We needed. the Corps to go back to the book and
basic changes.
TRADITIONAL CORPS MANAGEMENT MISTAKEN

The Corps has traditionally given maximum benefits to barge traffic downstream.
That makes no sense. According to the Corps' own numbers, navigation is worth only about
$15 million dollars per year. Many experts think even that is too high. Recreation and
tourism bring in about $77 million dollars annually -- five times the value of navigation.
For years the Corps said the law required this approach. But again, that was dead
wrong. As the General Accounting Office testified at a hearing I held in Glendive last year:
"Contrary to what the Corps believed, Federal statutes do not require the Corps to give
recreation a lower priority than other project purposes -- flood control, navigation,
irrigation, and the generation of hydroelectric power -- in major decisions about water
releases."
NEW MASTER MANUAL IS INADEQUATE
For years I urged the Corps to update its operating plan for the Missouri River. The
draft of the new "Preferred Alternative Operating Plan" is a step in the right direction.
But I am sorry to say that it is not good enough. It is not much more than a rehash of
the status quo. It continues to give recreation the lowest priority, even though recreation
yields the most economic benefits. It ignores the need to raise permanent reservoir levels.
And it ignores erosion below the Fort Peck Dam. Let us examine these issues one by one.
DISPROPORTIONATE BENEFITS FOR LOWER BASIN STATES
The first is simple fairness. The four upper Basin states receive about $358 million
dollars or 32% of the yield from river management. Lower basin States get $756 million
dollars or 68%. Montana receives only about 4% -- one dollar in twenty-five -- of all the

economic benefits of the Missouri River System.
The Preferred Alternative won't change that. Thirty-two percent for the upper basin
States and 68% for the lower basin States. [refer to chart] That is unfair.
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RECREATION TOO LOW A PRIORITY
Second, the Corps still puts navigation over recreation. That gets it backward.
Navigation is worth only 1%of the River System's economic benefits. Recreation brings in
more money. Recreation is therefore more valuable to the country. And recreation should
thus be a higher priority.
That does not mean navigation should be eliminated entirely. But it does mean that in
drought years, we should not release water and sacrifice recreation in order to keep barges
floating.
MINIMUM POOL LEVEL MUST BE HIGHER
Third, the new plan does not change reservoir levels. The minimum pool level, below
which the Corps will not release water in a drought, is now 18 million acre feet. At that
level, weeds grow on the bed of the Fort Peck Reservoir. Boat ramps are high and dry, a
mile from the shore. Under the Preferred Alternative, the minimum pool level is still 18
million acre feet.
The right level should be 44 million acre feet. Colonel Schaufelberger himself told
me last year that 44 million acre feet yields the greatest economic benefit to the Missouri
Basin states. Specifically, it adds $1.28 million dollars to the regional economy. And that
level would benefit the environment and the quality of life -- things we cannot estimate in
cold cash, but which are more important to Montana than I can tell you.
But we understand that river management requires compromise. Downstream states
have not understood that in the past. They wanted everything, and usually got it. Those days
are gone. But we will work with them to find a fair solution.
That is why we propose 31 million acre feet as a reasonable compromise. That still
gives navigation too much priority. But it gives something to everyone. I plan to hold
hearings in the Environment and Public Works Comhittee to discuss this subject further. But
I can tell you now, anything under 31 million acre feet is unacceptable.
PLAN IS INADEQUATE IN COMBATTING EROSION
Finally, the plan ignores erosion. Before we completed Fort Peck Dam in 1940, there
was virtually no erosion anywhere along the river, from what is now the dam to Lake
Sakakawea. Since then, 4935 acres of prime farmland have eroded away, washed down to
North Dakota by explosive releases from the Fort Peck Reservoir. And the Corps itself
predicts that in the next fifty years, erosion will cost us another 4500 acres.
The farmers here have received no compensation for what they have already lost. And
the Corps has done nothing to stop further erosion. In the fifty-four years we've had the Fort
3

Peck Dam, the Corps has built one -- one -- streambank stabilization project in Montana.

That defies common sense. It defies good policy. And it defies the law. The Water
Resources Development Act of 1990 requires the Corps to spend $3 million dollars every year
to perform streambank stabilization. But the Corps has not spent a penny. Instead it orders
releases of water that increase erosion. And under the Preferred Alternative there will bemore
releases. It is no better than the status quo.
FDR'S PROMISE
Colonel Thuss, the Corps must do better. It is time the Corps kept the old promise
that the River would be managed for everybody.
President Franklin Delano Roosevelt made that promise to us. He came to Fort Peck
four years before I was born. In those days few Montanans owned cars. The Depression had
us flat on our back. Twenty-eight Montana counties applied for aid from the Red Cross.
North of Fort Peck in Daniels County, thirty-five hundred of the County's five thousand
citizens were on federal relief.
But even so, twenty thousand Montanans came out to see their President. FDR stood
under the massive wooden scaffold they put up to build the dam. And he said:
"The Nation has understood that we are building for future generations of our children
and grandchildren, and that in the greater part of what we have done, the money spent
is an investment which will come back a thousand-fold in the coming years."
We believed him. We put in the investment. Montana farmers gave up 250,000 acres
of prime river bottom land. But very little of it

--

forget "a thousand-fold" -- has returned.

Year after year, for six decades, the Corps has betrayed FDR's promise. We are sick
and tired of it, and we will not take it one more year. It is time for you to put it right.
CONCLUSION
I am sorry if I have gotten a little emotional about this. But when it comes to keeping
Montana's water in Montana, most of us get emotional. And I do want to recognize the
progress the Corps has made.
Kent Byerly, the editor emeritus of the Lewistown-News Argus, once wrote that
"solving this problem is like eating an elephant; you take it one bite at a time."
We have taken some bites already. About four years ago, Senator Quentin Burdick
and I convinced the Corps to admit that the basic manual -- a work drafted in the 1950s,
before the Interstate Highway System made barge traffic more or less obsolete -- had to be
4

redone to meet the needs of the 1990s.
Four years into the drought, the Corps belatedly agreed to shorten the navigation
season.
In 1990 we got an appropriation to improve the breakwater at the Fort Peck Marina.
Last year at our hearing in Glendive, Colonel Schaufelberger somewhat sheepishly
agreed that the Corps' lawyers had been wrong. Federal laws actually d let the Corps
consider recreation on an equal basis with navigation and other uses.
More recently, we've paved the Fort Peck marina road, and gotten an agreement
between the Corps, the Bureau of Land Management, and Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks
to provide long-term management at Hell Creek near Jordan.
And today we have you, Colonel Thuss, listening to Montanans here in Helena. That
is a very good sign. This may be a routine hearing for the Corps, but for us it is an important
event. We have a lot of elephant steak left to fry, but we're making progress.
I thank you, and I thank all the Montanans who have come out today to make our
case.
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